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Engaging in education in the environment in rural settings

Table 3 & 4 Samples of teachers’ craft knowledge & barriers

Teacher craft knowledge, that is, everything that teachers teach and what is built 
upon through their teaching over time (Barth, 2001), is location specific. The access 
that nature-based preschools (Natural Start Alliance, 2014) have to the outdoors, or 
lack thereof affects what is taught in these institutions. 

In order to develop sustainable lifestyle practices, children need experiences that 
foster their interest about and for the environment as well as time spent in the 
environment (Elliot & Davis, 2009; 2018). 

The purpose of this study was to examine whether craft knowledge of sustainability 
differs across different preschool locations.
Specifically, following Davis’ (2009/2010) differentiation among education in, about, 
and for the environment (sustainability education), this project examined these 
questions:

How do nature-
based preschool 
teachers teach 
sustainability 
education? 

What is encouraging to 
teachers about this work (i. 
e. times when teachers felt 

they made an impact on 
getting young children to 

understand the topic? 

Participating 
preschools were 9 

nature-based* 
preschools in the 
Northeastern US.

*Nature-based preschools is the 
terminology used by the North 

American Association for 
Environmental Education to refer to 

schools that use nature as an 
organizing principle for their 

programs

Participating educators
were 20 teachers (85.7% 

White; 100% female) 
Two administrators (100% 

White, 100% Female) 
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First, transcribed 
recordings verbatim
Next, two 
researchers 
collaborated in the 
coding process to 
ensure reliability 
Finally, confirmed 
transcriptions with 
participants to 
ensure validity and 
credibility
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Categorized stories 
and examples into 
education “in,” 
“about,” and “for” 
the environment 
following Davis’ 
(2009/2010) 
definitions
Following Braun & 
Clarke (2006) and 
Saldaña (2012) 
created preliminary 
codebook
Used codebook to 
analyze and re-
categorize into 
themes and codes 

Q1. What are nature-based preschool teachers’ craft knowledges of 
sustainability education within their curricula?

Q2. What is encouraging to teachers about this work (i. e. when teachers felt 
they made an impact on getting young children to understand sustainability? 

The purpose of this 
study was to explore 

nature-based 
preschool teachers’ 
craft knowledge in 

relation to the 
location of their 

school. 

The disconnect from education
in the environment to education 

for sustainability  may occur 
because preschool teachers do 

not think children can 
cognitively understand the 

complex issues, such as climate 
change, that impact 

sustainability and pro-
environmentalism.  

The results of this study suggest that 
teachers make a consistent effort to 

include both education in the 
environment and about the 

environment in their pedagogical 
approaches to sustainability 

education. For example, many 
teachers combine these two 

approaches with outdoor scientific 
tree or water study.  

For the most part, teachers’ 
perceived problems to including 

sustainability within nature 
preschool curricula are seemingly 
out of  individual schools’ control. 

Before large scale societal barriers 
are addressed, real sustainability 
education is almost impossible. 

The barriers participants 
identified to sustainability 
education are problematic 

because the culture of a school 
cannot change parent culture nor 

can it change larger culture nor 
societal norms or mores. 

Massaudubon.org

“It’s just to encourage a comfort with 
this, and a familiarity with the garden 
with mud, and being outdoors in all 
weather – rain, snow, freezing cold, ice, 
heat – just all of it, to feel deeply bonded 
and connected to nature, and to have a 
love and connection that is built deep.” 
(Teacher at nature-based preschool) 

References
Barth, R. S. (2001). Learning by Heart. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc.
Braun, V. & Clark, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2). 77 – 101. 
Davis, J. M. (2009). Revealing the research ‘hole’ of early childhood education for sustainability: a preliminary survey of the literature. Environmental Education 

Research, 15(2), 227-241. 
Elliott, S. & Davis, J. (2009). Exploring the Resistance: An Australian Perspective on Educating for Sustainability in Early Childhood. International Journal of Early 

Childhood, 41(2), 65 – 77. 
Elliott S., Davis J. (2018). Moving Forward from the Margins: Education for Sustainability in Australian Early Childhood Contexts. In: Reis G., Scott J. (Eds.) 

International Perspectives on the Theory and Practice of Environmental Education: A Reader. Environmental Discourses in Science Education, vol 3. Springer, Cham.
Natural Start Alliance. (2014). What Is a nature preschool? Retrieved from http://naturalstart.org/tags/naturepreschool/what-is-a-nature-preschool.
Saldaña, J. (2012). The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. London, UK: Sage Publications, Ltd. 

massaudubon.org

bramblehillfarm.com

Unsurprisingly, most of the teachers included in the
study reported on teaching education in the 

environment, meaning they are good at taking 
children out “to nature,” depending on their locations.

Because of parent influence, curricular 
necessities, and cultural barriers, teachers found 

including sustainability education difficult to 
include in their pedagogical approaches in their 

nature-based programs. 

Many teachers noted that they find it inspiring when 
they noticed that their students were creating a 
connection with “nature,” and with, “the natural 

world,” due to the unstructured time that they had 
outdoors. However, this unstructured outdoor time 

was limited to those schools who had access to such
spaces.

Those who did not have access to the woods or farms 
noted on their monarch butterfly units. They taught the 

children about monarch butterflies and their 
connection and interdependence on the milkweed 

plant. Therefore, they noticed that these children 
began to realize interconnectedness within “nature.” 

As previously noted, what teachers are 
able to teach with regard to sustainability is 
largely dependent on the physical location 
of the facility. Therefore, the differences 
among schools is predicated upon the 

teachers’ understandings of what “nature,” 
is. That is, when teachers understand 

nature as something that they have to “go 
to,” rather than something that they are 
already part of, a disconnect is inherently 

created. 
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